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come to the conclusion that religion in the process of political development has often been the necessary cause of
certain patterns of change in political institutions, but
not the sole and sufficient cause.
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INFLUENCE-a comparativestudy

,n three rural communities
DAVID M. SLIPY,* DENNIS KLEINSASSER**
ABSTRACT - Community influentials have long been of interest to researcher and practioner alike.
This paper deals with both the theoretical and methodological problems of identifying informal
leaders. The influentials of the three communities are identified, and their social demographic,
community participation and attitudional characteristics are scrutinized. Final,ly, the value of these
comparisons, especially for the community development specialist, are examined.

At both the community level and the national level of
political operations it has been hypothesized that the informal power sources play a key role in decision-making.
During the summer of 1971, the Center for the Study of
Local Government examined the characteristics of local
influentials in three small Minnesota communities in relation to three areas of concern to both researchers and
practitioners.
First, demographic characteristics are presented to describe influentials. Second, the amount and types of community participation that engage influentials is scrutinized.
Finally, several significant attitudinal dimensions of influentials are examined.
*DAVID SLIPY received his B.A. from Mankato State
College and did his M.A. work at lowa State University
in the Rural Sociology department. He is completing a
study of community influentials for the M.A. thesis. Currently he is the director for the Micro City project at
St. John's University.
**L. DENNIS KLEINSASSER is Associate Director of the
Center for the Study of Local Government at St. John's
University, Collegeville, Minnesota. He received his M.A.
degree from the State University of South Dakota and his
Ph.D. in psychology from Pennsylvania State University.
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Throughout the literature, demographic characteristics
of influentials receive considerable attention, but participation of influentials and attitudinal data have received
less attention. For this study the authors developed a
scale of community participation which included a multiplicity of variables not previously configured as here and
also began examining the attitudes of influentials as reflected by their behavior.
The parameter of the study was the community in each
of the three cases. But since community is an illusive
concept, it has been defined here as a social system along
lines of the definition by Talcott Parsons, who labeled
the social system as a "mode of organization of action
elements relative to the presistence or ordered processes
of change of the interactive patterns of a plurality of individual actors ." (1951).
Within the context of a social system there is always
some hierarchical arrangement of individuals. Official
positions or individuals without formal position possess
greater control over local decision-making than do others. According to Max Weber this phenomenon of power
is defined as "the probability that one actor within a so-

The Minnesota Academy of Science

cial reiationship will be in a position to carry out his own
will despite resistance, regardless of the bases on which
this probability rests. (Weber, 1947).
The power of which Weber speaks may manifest itself
as defeat by a small group of a school bond issue or even
as a one-man fight for urban renewal. Those who study
society accept the fact that social power exists and that
there are several types of power. However, theorists have
long debated the exact types of social power and the
forms or names for the various types of power.
Following the model of social power

A succinct model of social power within a social system, has been developed by rural sociologists at Iowa
State University anais used as the theoretical framework
for this paper. The two major concepts in the model are
( l) that " authority is the capability to control the behavior of others as determined by the members of the
social system," and (2) that "influence is that capability
to control the behavior of others which is not formally
designated in the authority component of the status-role
(Bohlen, 1967).
The distinction made here is between power invested
in the formal offices of a community or power invested
in the informal relationships which exist. A mayor has
"formal" power or "authority" simply because of the
power invested in that office. A community member may
have fill equal amount of informal power or "influence"
because of who he is in a community, his history there,
his control over financial resources, etc. Modern writers
have for the most part accepted this dichotomization of
formal and informal social power.
The first area to be examined concerns social status.
The proposition that influentials generally are drawn
from the upper strata of society seems well documented.
Of several empirical studies reviewed, all report that community influentials rank high on social status as measured
by a combination of common indicators of status. Social
status would seem to be a primary correlate of influence.
Among other correlates of influence are ethnic background, religion and length of residence in the community. The exact source of influence usually depends upon
area of the country, size of the community, and its homogeneity. One important source of influence in rural communities is social participation. In a community where
the population is quite homogeneous, religion or ethnic
background is not generally a source of influence. In
such a case, social status and length of residence in the
community are excellent indices of influence. However,
not all community actors who have high social status and
a long residence in the community are witling or able to
become influentials. Status and residence are potentials
for influence, but the influence is given to those persons
who are active in their community.
The second area this study will examine is the participation characteristics of influentials. If influentials do
rank high on a scale of participation, it lends support to
the hypothesis that activism is a source of influence.
The attitudes of influentials have received even less
attention than participation; yet if attitudes determine an
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actor's behavior, there must be a relationship between attitude and level of participation.
This study has been concerned with attitudes which
may be related to community activism, and two attitude
dimensions pertaining to ones self are examined:
1. Attitudes of influentials about themselves as
active citizens.
2. Attitudes of influentials about themselves as
effective leaders.
Individuals also hold numerous attitudes regarding
their community, and three of these are examined:
1. Attitudes of influentials about their town as a
place to live.
2. Attitudes of influentials about local leaders as
effective workers.
3. Perceptions of community solidarity.
Reputational approach

There are several methods available for identifying
community influentials, including the positional approach, issue analysis approach, social participation approach, and reputation al approach. For this study, the
authors selected a variant of the reputational approach
involving the use of knowledgeables to identify influentials and a consensus method to determine levels of influence. The result was the production of a list of 69 individuals named as influentials in the three communities.
Scoring for status

Social status was determined by a combination of
scores for education and income of respondents. Education was selected as an indicator of cultural status of an
individual, and income was chosen over occupation because it denotes family purchasing power. Chart l explains the scoring mechanism used and offers a view of
the social status of the 69 influentials interviewed.
The socio-economic (SES) characteristics are interesting in themselves, providing descriptive data on types of
persons who have influence and decision-making responsibilities. However these particular characteristics have
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The social status score was devised by placing the influential's responses for education and for income into six
categories. A score of 3 or higher was defined upper
class, 4-6 as upper middle, 7-9 middle, and 10 or larger,
lower class.
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more than a passing correlation with the power given to
individuals. There are several possible relationships between SES characteristics and community influence.
First, influence may be attributed to an individual simply because he or she possess high socio-economic status.
Secondly, high status occupations may be related to
influence. Bankers, doctors, and lawyers, to name just a
few, are in positions of control over different aspects of
life and are in limited supply in small communities.
A third correlate between socio-economic sta\us and
influence may simply be opportunity for community activism. Persons who have completed college may be less
reluctant to speak out on issues, volunteer their skills,
and assume leadership over complicated projects. Also,
professional occupations often afford individuals the time
and flexible schedules to become involved.
Not all persons who have high socio-economic status
are influentials or service-minded, but the literature does
support the contention that most influentials also are
members of the upper strata of community life.
Community participation
A common problem in small towns across the country
is ,the lack of a professional staff within the governmental
bureaucracy. The mayor and councilmen are part-time.
There are seldom professional planners, and the planning
commission is a voluntary group. The city attorney is usually retained on a part-time basis. There is an engineer,
but usually with little or no staff. In many cases the city
clerk performs the functions of a city manager in the absence of a professional manager. The chamber of commerce manager is usually a young, relatively inexperienced man with a small budget and no staff.
Given these circumstances, many community improvement functions must be carried on by voluntary organizations such as service clubs and Golden Agers. The projects these groups undertake are not limited to such
simple things as Easter egg hunts but may include urban
renewal, building a hockey rink, furnishing a park, or
building a teen center.
If the right person becomes interested in some project,
he or she may serve as a catalyst for the community
moving ahead on achieving a needed goal. It has been
noted in this study that one person can be instrumental in
improving community life. For example, an urban renewal project may be mainly the doing of one businessman. While he is motivated by trying to increase trade,
his efforts may be rewarded by increased interest on the
part of others and finally by community action.
It is suggested that influentials are usually active in
community service. The next several charts can help determine whether this is so. Chart 3 compares the number
of hours per month that respondents devoted to community service. Unfortunately, corresponding data for the
entire population of the three towns was not available,
but scores of this group are quite high. Approximately
30 per cent of the respondents claim more than 20 hours
per month of community service, and more than 80 per
cent claim above 5 hours per month.
More than 80 per cent of the respondents said they
had served on a committee to solve a local problem. All
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but two of the sixty-nine respondents had voted in the
fast local elections. The average number of offices held
by the influentials was four.
The total participation score ( Chart 2) assigned each
influential was determined by a combination of five variables.
The community participation scores begin to reveal a
dimension of an influential not previously examined in
careful detail. Certain attitudes are probably related to
the high level of participation demonstrated by influentials.
Charts 4 and 5 compare the scores for the influentials
of the three respective communities on two of the five
attitude dimensions as perceived by themselves.
In total, the attitudes of the influentials for all five
dimensions are positive.
Utility of the information gathered has direct relevance
to the community development specialist and/ or individuals involved in community service.
The term "community development specialist" as here,
used refers to someone employed full-time in the field.
Community service people, on the other hand, are those
involved in either the formal or informal mechanisms designed to improve existing conditions but operating in a
voluntary capacity.
The local influentials provide three critical types of
assistance to either a professional developer or a service
volunteer. First, as shown by the pa11icipation scores,
they spend a great deal of time on community service
and value that involvement. Since community projects
often are years in duration, individuals are needed who
can maintain their enthusiasm over time.
Indigenous leadership is critical to social action proj-
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ects. Someone familiar with the local situation must be
responsible for controlling the project. Extra-community
resources can and should be utilized, but to be congruent
with community development theory, local citizens need
to be in decision-making positions. Respondents in this
study demonstrate their leadership capabilities both in attitude and action.
An important aspect of any community project is legitimation. Within the context of a community, someone
must sanction the actions of the specialist as well as the
volunteer if the project is to be viable.
If influentials are convinced of the worth of a particular project and support it actively, others in the community will follow their lead. The prestige, status, and influence of local influentials can mean the success or defeat
of a development effort.
Time, leadership, and legitimation are the three functions influentials lend to development projects. For these
reasons it is critical for individuals concerned with community development to be able to identify, understand,
and solicit assistance from the informal power leaders.
The socio-economic characteristics of local influentials
plus other SES characteristics will aid in the identification process. The exposure to the participation characteristics of influentials should convince Community Development Specialists of the service capabilities of this subgroup as an important resource. The attitude dimensions
examined really offer only a cursory exploration into an
area rich with information. Continual effort needs to be
made in this area, even this limited study demonstrates
that influentials see themselves in a very positive light
when it comes to getting things done in a community.
The directive thus offered should not be construed as
meaning that influentials should make all the decisions
and carry on all the work. In fact, possibly the most
critical need is to involve more people in development
projects. Community development means community involvement. However, it must be recognized that some
individuals have more power than others, do more work,
and are better leaders, for whatever reasons. To implement planned purposive change, improve the quality of
life in non-metropolitian areas, or to make institutions
responsive to local needs, these informal leaders must be
included in the eff01i.
The President's Task Force on Rural Development
suggests that "rural development as a community wide
action program cannot start unless the local people want
it, and it cannot succeed unless local leaders aggressively
promote it. If a community lacks leadership, if it lacks
local concern, if it isn't convinced that it should become
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a better place to live - then perhaps it shouldn't. But
sometimes rural development comes to just such a community through the evangelical crusade of one person to
get the community to raise its sights and fire its ambition."
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